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It is diﬃ  cult to study monastic sites in countries where 
archives do not exist or are too late to know what the lands-
cape was like during the Middle Ages. h at is the case in 
central France. h e old dioceses of Clermont and Le Puy 
accommodated ten Cistercian monasteries between 1126 and 
the beginning of the 13th century (Fig. 1). h is network has 
never been studied before and the reason is obvious: none of 
these abbeys has preserved any of its records. In the best case, 
there are the ruins and modern registers of accounts (Bouvard, 
2006). h is is hardly enough for a study of how the white 
monks colonised an area, and how they lived using the exis-
ting resources without worrying about disease. Nonetheless, 
the sites themselves remain with their geographic characteris-
tics, toponymic testimony and sometimes physical evidence 
hidden in the landscape. h us they become the real subject of 
research which requires a multidisciplinary approach, inclu-
ding special methods like geoarchaeology. h e goal of this 
approach is to understand the adaptation of monasteries to 
their environment: how sites were chosen and how they were 
transformed into a place to live for the monks. 
First of all, monks rarely chose the location of their 
monastery, being given land by a noble family on its own 
property. h is is the case in Auvergne. So, they had to 
adapt their building to natural constraints. When we talk 
about the monks’ choice, it is the way in which they build 
in a set place and how they transform the landscape to 
manage it. h ese transformations remain visible for a long 
time, even today. Deciphering the anomalies of the lands-
cape provides the opportunity to reconstruct its history 
before and after the arrival of the Cistercians. h e purpose 
is to create a graphic restitution of the Cistercian site with 
its hydraulics and economic structure and monastic buil-
dings. At the end, this work will allow a comparison of 
the ten sites in order to see, if a Cistercian building model 
exists or not. 
Surveys on foot, linked with archival and cartographic 
researches (lato sensu survey, Verhaeghe, 1986) were under-
taken during several weeks last year on seven abbeys in 
Auvergne. Four will be presented here: Clavas (Bergeron, 
2004 and 2002), Bellecombe (h eillère), La Séauve-Bénite 
(Peyron, 1992) and Feniers (Cantal – Rochemonteix, 
1882). h e main sources for our investigations are La carte 
de Cassini, Le Cadastre Napoléonien, topographic maps 
(1/25000) and air photos. h e objective was to disco-
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ver hydraulic installations testifying to the way in which 
the Cistercians adaptated to their environment (Bouvard, 
2008). Each structure was listed and mapped. h ese gra-
phic restitutions show huge systems which protect the monk 
communities from water, while supplying the monasteries 
with the commodity (Bouvard, 2008).
In this communication I will explain how insigniﬁ cant 
monastic sites could be recreated thanks to the method. I 
Figure 1: Map of the Cistercian abbeys in Auvergne (Emma Bouvard).
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will present the results of a land survey which emphasizes the 
link between Cistercians communities and the landscape, 
moreover the hydraulic patrimony, because water remains 
the ﬁ rst condition of settlement (Fig. 2). 
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Figure 2: Clavas abbey, Riotord, Haute-Loire, France. Hydraulic system restitution (Patrick Boudon and Emma Bouvard).
